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Louis Pio In America
by Thorvald Hansen
Since I have been working with the Danish Immigrant Archives, and especially with the Danish Immigrant Archival Listing
project, it has become increasingly clear to me that those
immigrants who become a part of the Danish Church represent but
a small fraction of the Danes who came to this country . Sometime
in the Danish Church we have, I fear, been so wrapped up in ourselves that we have lost sight of the great majority of Danes who
emigrated to America and who , in one way or another have left
their mark . Examples are numerous but I think of one little group
that, over the years, met around a table in Wilken 's Wine Cellar on
LaSalle Street in Chicigo. That table, incidentally, is now at the
Danish emigrant archives in Aalborg, Denmark . Each of these
Danes of the round table, as I would call them, is worthy of a story
in himself. It is reported that when Henrik Cavling, the Danish
journalist, visited Chicago during the 1890's and met the men at
the round table he asked them where he might meet the prominent
Danes in the city. " The prominent ones? That's us, by God," came
the reply . 1
Loui s Pio was one of those men . During his years in Chicago
he often gathered with other Danes at the round table in Wilken's
Cellar. His name is well known in Denmark but not very well
known , even among those of Danish descent, in America . This is
despite the fact that he was an interesting and colorful personality
whose activities in America, to say nothing of those in Denmark,
touched the lives of many immigrants . Pio was in large measure a
product of his times and his activities, particularly in Denmark,
were a response to those times.
The nineteenth century was a time of great change. Much of
the technological progress that we associate with modern civilization has its roots in the great strides that were made in field and
factory during that century. Along with those strides came
great social changes . Growing by leaps and bounds, industrialization led to migration to the cities, to the rise of sweatshops, to the
exploitation of child labor, to strikes, to unemployment, and to the
rise of labor unions . In Europe the workers increasingly turned to
socialistic ideas in order to protect themselves from those who
sought to make great profits without regard for the welfare, and
indeed the lives , of the working class . In this day and age it is easy
to sit back and be critical of Karl Marx but one must always be
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aware of the conditions to which he addressed himself.
In western Europe labor unrest preceeded that in America by
about a generation . The early 1870's mark the period when the
labor movement was coming to the fore in Denmark. The Danish
worker's movement eventually led to the formation of the Social
Democratic Party . It was due to the activities of Louis Pio, more
than anyone else, that the party was established.
Louis Albert Francois Pio was born on the 14th of December
in 1841 . The Pio family had lived in Denmark for some generations
but the ancestral roots of the family run back to the French
nobility. Louis Pio's grandfather had been an actor and his father
was an officer in the Danish army. Louis had an older brother,
Jean , who was as conservative as his younger brother was radical.
It must be said , however, that time and again, when Louis needed
help his older brother stood by him .
Pio's family seems to have had thoughts of his becoming an
engineer and he was sent to a school for that purpose but he could
not accept the discipline there and soon withdrew. Privately
prepared by his brother, he entered the University of Copenhagen.
By 1861 he had completed the work for a philosophy degree
following which he taught school for a couple of years . He
parti cipated in the war in 1864 and three years later he had
become a second lieutenant in the Danish army. Still later he was
working as a postal clerk in Copenhagen . This was a period during
which he suffered from a lack of determination and from divergent
interests . Among other things, during these years he also studied
language and literature. This latter interest led him to do some
writng in the field of mythology in 1869 and 1870.
Partly as a result of this and partly due to adversities which he
experienced personally, he began to take an interest in social and
political questions. Within a short time he was taken up with
socialism which was then a live issue in Europe. Many years later
he explained why he had become a socialist :
It was very simple. I lived on N¢nevold, and on the
corner there lived a poor, old shoemaker, who I often
visited . I was a witness when his landlord attacked him
because the poor man could not pay his rent. From
that day on I was a socialist)
There are reasons for thinking that this is not the whole story but,
in any case , in 1871 he wrote two articles which brought him into
prominence . He came to the attention of the skilled workers in
Copenhagen and also to the attention of the authorities. It was the
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closing lines of his first article that particularly brought him to the
attention of the latter. He wrote, " ... next time (i .e. in the next
article) we will clearly and distinctly set forth what we workers
want and what we plan to set in motion, sooner or later, either
within or outside the law." 3 This reference to the possibility of
going beyond the law made him a man to be watched and he was
watched by both the industrialists and the police.
For the next two years Pio was active in Copenhagen as the
editor of a socialist paper, Social Democraten (The Social
Democrat) and as an organizer among the skilled workers . The
climax of his activity came during a bricklayers strike in 1873. He
and his associates made arrangements for a meeting of the strikers
to be held in a hall in Copenhagen . In an article calling for the
meeting Pio wrote: " Are we like lambs to allow ourselves to be led
to the butcher block of capital?4 The tone of the article was
deemed particularly inflammatory by the police and, consequently,
the workers were denied the right to meet. Under the Danish
Constitution such meetings were permitted and there seems to be
considerable question as to whether or not the authorities had a
right to ban the meeting. Nevertheless, when Pio and others
insisted on going ahead with the meeting they were arrested and
eventually given prison sentences. After serving almost two years
they were pardoned by the king. The release came becau se Pio, in
particular, was in such poor health that there was some concern
that he might die in prison and thus become a martyr for the
labor movement.
Once again Pio became editor of Social Democraten. He was
instrumental in founding the Social Democratic Party and he was
elected its first chairman . However, all was not well. Financial
troubles plagued the paper, union leaders complained of Pio's
emphasis on politics, and it became obvious to Pio that there were
serious divisions within the ranks of the socialists. Further, the fact
that one of his associates was again imprisoned made Pio fear that
this would be his fate also . Accordingly, in mid-February of 1877,
Pio resigned and his associate, Poul Geleff, became the new
chairman .
Meanwhile, for almost four months the Copenhagen police
had been engaged in secret discussion with Pio . In effect, the
police offered a bribe to Pio to persuade him to leave the country.
The money for the bribe came from two sources: Burmiester and
Wain, the shipbuilders, and from The Rubins Cotton Mill, Copenhagen's major employer of women . The offer was finally accepted
by Pio and he was given another substantial sum to get Geleff to
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accompany him . Toward the end of March , therefore, Danish
socialists were surprised to learn that both Pio and Celeff had
sailed for America and had no plans to return . This put Pio in a
bad light in the minds of the socialists especially after it became
known that his emigration was due to little more than bribery . Pio
never again returned to Denmark and it was not until 1921 that his
ashes were buried in Copenhagen and he was given a belated
recognition as the founder of the Social Democratic Party.
Very soon after Pio and Celeff landed in New York they had a
falling out. This is not the place to detail their differences but
suffice it to say that these concerned the amount of money Celeff
thought he should have. From that time forward the two never
spoke to each other though they met often with others at the
round table in Chicago . A William Hansen, who is best known as
" Sorte" Hansen, who had also been involved in socialistic
activities, had come with them to America. He, too, felt that he
had been wronged by Pio but the two became reconciled and
remained life-long friends .
Their immediate goal was Kansas. During his last few months
in Denmark, Pio had become interested in Kansas because of a trip
made there by Celeff during the summer of 1876. Pio had begun to
think that perhaps some kind of organized emigration and the
establishment of a socialist colony might be the best way to
improve conditions for some Danish workers. He did not pretend
that this would solve the unemployment problem but, on the other
hand, a successful colony might set an example that could lead to
others. While still in Denmark, he wrote extensively about this and
the colonization matter won some support among the workers in
Copenhagen . When word came that he had fled the country much
of that support was lost.
It was, therefore, only a handful of prospective colonists that
left Denmark on April 6, 1877, with Kansas as their destination.
The party was met in New York by "Sorte" Hansen under whose
leadership they journeyed to Kansas City . Here they telegraphed to
Pio, who had gone on to Chicago. He arranged to meet them a few
days later at Salina, Kansas . In addition to Hansen, there were
eighteen in the group . There was a cigarmaker and his family, a
weaver, a bricklayer, a carpenter, some other city workers, and a
few farmers. Among them were also some Germans who had been
attracted to the venture by Pio's writings.
At Salina they got down to serious planning for the colony. As
Hansen later wrote, they soon discovered that, " ... the plans that he
(Pio) had sat in Copenhagen and conceived with respect to
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establishing a colony were castles in the air. " 5 No real preparations
had been made. No favorable site had been chosen. No rules had
been laid down . The immediate problem was money. It had been
assumed that if each man put up 400 crowns,6 and another 200
crowns was added for each woman , the group should have
sufficient funds to last for six months. They quickly discovered this
was not so . Now they each added $40 to the common fund and
Pio, who was determined that the colony should be established ,
put in $300. Whether or not this was intended as a loan is not
clear but what is clear is that it was never repaid .
Accompanied by a few others, Pio then set out for Hays,
Kansas, about 100 miles west of Salina, to look for a favorable site.
This they found along the banks of the Smoky Hill River, not far
from Hays . At Hays they were able to get title to the land under
the terms of the Homestead Act. The titles were granted to
individuals but it was understood that the land was to be common
property. When all the prospective colonists had arrived at Hays
they bought horses, a cow, a wagon, spades, a plow, lumber for a
common cabin, and some food supplies. Then they set out on foot
for their new colony . They were filled with enthusiasm . Others
were also enthused . The Hays City Sentinal, welcomed them as
" ... a fine, intelligent looking company .. ." and said that it would be
a mistake to take them for greenhorns . 7
Well , the colony which the fine, intelligent looking company
began lasted just si x weeks . At the end of that time they sold their
common property in Hays and divided the money, each getting
about $30.
What happened? Perhaps the kindest thing to say is that the
whole undertaking was not very realistic . What must have been for
them a bitter disappointment, and perhaps even worse, is not
without its humor however. To be sure, it is an oversimplification
to say, as some have, that the colony failed because, while the
1men " worked like hell ," the women " fought like hell." The men did
not argue about their jobs . They tried to turn the sod, they planted
potatoes, they dug wells - in short they really worked hard under
the hot Kansas sun . But, when they returned to the common cabin
after a hard days work they had to face frictions among the
women. " Sorte" Hansen blames the women for much of the
difficulty. In the article previously cited , which was originally
written for Nordlyset (The Northern Light) , he wrote, " When we
hungry and tired men came home expecting something to eat we
first had to iron out the disputes that had arisen during the day
among the daughters of Eve." 8 He further states that though the
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men worked hard during the day, they argued at night about
Socialism. "The organization of a socialist state was the issue that
divided us," he wrote . 9 These arguments concerning socialism
tended to get the Danes against the Germans since the latter were
sure that they were the best informed on that subject. In retrospect
some arguments were very petty and even very funny . One
morning an argument arose because a man had drunk from the
wrong cup . The cup's owner became angry and said that if this was
socialism he wanted no part in it. Finally, there was ridicule and
criticism of Pio because he wore gloves and because he tied his
pants legs at night for fear that a rattlesnake might take a liking to
him .
So it was that Pio's attempt at establishing a Danish socialist
colony failed soon after it began . Two interesting footnotes should
be added, however. The first is that, in the article mentioned,
Hansen wrote that in later years he learned that none of the
members of the colony regretted coming to America . In one way
or another each had managed to do quite well . The other thing to
be noted in passing is that some eleven years later the Danish
Church Colonization Committee, fresh from its success in founding
the Tyler, Minnesota, colony, planned a settlement in Logan
County, Kansas , on the Smoky Hill River. This was somewhat west
of where Pio had planned to settle. In glowing terms the
Committee recommended the area but the idea never really got off
the ground. According to John Bille, " .. .the colony dried up in its
infancy, while the reputation of the ministers as practical farmers
and colonizers was badly damaged ." 10 Apparently this was the end
to an offi c ial committee though the church did have an indirect
hand in some other settlements, notably that at Withee, Wisconsin .
Pio spent the next and the longest portion of his life in
America in the city of Chicago. Indeed , though he did do a grat
deal of traveling in later years, he made his home in Chicago until
his death . In general it may be said that most of this Chicago
period was difficult for Pio and his family .
Enroute to America, Pio and Geleff had made great journalistic plans involving existing Danish language papers in this
country . They had hoped to purchase two of these and make them
spokesmen for the socialist cause . Nothing ever came of these
plans . Pio did , for a time, edit socialist papers in Chicago but
neither of the two became much of a success . Marion Marzolf, in
her study of the Danish press in America, says that Pio's journalism
had an elitist character and , therefore, reached only a small
portion of the potential readership .
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For most of the fifteen years he spent in Chicago Pio was in
dire financial straits . He found work for a time in the print shop of
the Danish Methodist publication, Den Kristelig Talsmand (The
Christian Spokesman), a position which a friend helped him to
secure. This friend , who was a minister, also apparently persuaded
Pio that he should be legally married to Augusta Jorgensen, with
whom he lived and by whom he had already fathered a daughter,
Sylvia. This, incidentally seems to have been a familiar pattern in
Pio's background . Both his father and his grandfather were married
only after they had fathered children . Louis Pio and Augusta later
had two sons, Herbert and James Percival.
Augusta, who was a talented and resourceful women, aided
during these years by giving music lessons. She also prepared a
Scandinavian-American cookbook . Pio himself sought to write
feature articles about America for Danish newspapers but few, if
any, editors were interested. At one time he tried to persuade a
Danish publisher to back him in translating Mark Twain into
Danish . That nothing ever came of these schemes was not due to
any lack of ability on the part of Pio . He was a good writer, in
both Danish and English . As for translating, he was fluent in
several languages. One picture we have of Pio brings out this
ability. Many years later an old Danish printer described a scene in
the Methodist print shop where he had worked. He wrote :
I entered the print shop in one corner of which I saw a six
foot, thin man bending over the type case while he carefully
gathered type ... He (Pio) had an English language book
standing open on the type case ... and he translated while he
was setting the type ... l have heard him translate articles
from English to Danish , very fluently, without any hesitation
or groping for words and expressions. 11
Pio is said to have edited or contributed numerous articles to
some thirteen Danish-Norwegian-American papers and to have
published eight books between 1877 and 1893. 12 During the
Chicago years Pio also had a short-lived flirtation with Democratic
politics and won a job as a supervisor on a building project. He
soon lost it, however, because he could not look the other way
when corruption reared its head . The Pio family experienced its
best years when he, through a Civil Service examination , gained
a position with the customs service. This lasted only two years.
According to one story Pio refused to give money for the
reelection of the Democratic Party. Another story has it that when
the Republicans won the election Pio offered to change parties but
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the offer did not save his job. Thus, most times living on the edge
of poverty, the Pio family managed to eke out a living in Chicago.
By the late 1880's Pio was working and doing some traveling
for a real estate company headed by the notorious Danish
professor and businessman, N.C. Frederiksen . In 1889 that firm , like
some other of Frederiksen's ventures, went bankrupt. However,
with the experience he had gained and the contacts he had made,
Pio began to work as a promoter for the Florida East Coast Railway
Company. He became the manager of the firm's pavilion at the
Chicago Exposition in 1893. It was in this way that he became
interested in Florida and his old colonization scheme reappeared
though in a much altered form . This led to his last and , in some
ways, his most successful venture in America .
There is today on the east coast of Florida, some five miles
from the city of Fort Pierce, and about 100 miles north of Miami, a
town with a population of 600 known as White city. This town was
begun as a settlement by Louis Pio in 1893. It was not begun as a
socialist colony but as a settlement to which Pio urged
Danish-Americans as well as other Scandinavians to migrate .
The Florida venture had nothing to do with the earlier socialistic schemes. White City was a business venture and Pio was even
able to persuade the great oil millionaire, Henry M. Flagler, who
was associated Rockefeller, to put money into the town . Pio had
met Flagler on one of his trips to Florida. Flagler was interested in
developing the east coast of Florida and especially the railroad
running through that area . Nonetheless, there is something ironic
in Pio, the former socialist, becoming a shareholder with the
wealthy Flagler.
There is a difference of opinion as to why the community was
named White City . Some say it was because only whites were
allowed to live there. Pio himself has written that no others were
to be permitted to inhabit the town . However, there is another
view that holds that the name came from that given the Chicago
Exposition of 1893 in which Pio was very active on behalf of
Florida. The fact that the principal street in White City is called
Midway lends some credence to this view. The midway played a
prominent part in the Chicago Exposition. In this connection, it
should be said that a map of White City, dated 1907, shows the
further influence of Pio . There is an Augusta, a Percival and a
Sylvia street, all obviously named for members of his family . For
some reason Herbert is left out.
Pio worked tirelessly in behalf of his community and White
City grew and even prospered. He was able to persuade a number
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of Danes to move there and some of them would later recall Pio
and their joint efforts on behalf of the settlement. Things had
never gone so well for him . He wrote to his daughter, Sylvia :
"Everything seems to go so well. I have sailed in a sailboat,
rowed miles night and day, slept in a camp at night with
alligators snorting nearby, visited Indians in their camps,
ridden in a buggy on primitive roads , become soaking wet
from the waves of the Atlantic and dried again by the
sunshine, I have walked many miles and become as brown
as a gypsy, but I am healthy and feel better than ever
before . " 13
Success seems to have come to Pio at last but he was not to
enjoy it for long. During the spring of 1894, while plotting a road ,
he and a companion became lost in jungle-like growth and it was
several days before they found their way out. Regardless of the
fact that he was in a seriously weakened condition , Pio left
immediately for Minnesota where he was to meet with some Danes
in the interest of his colony .
In Minneapolis he became seriously ill with pneumonia and
barely managed to return to his family in Chicago . Here he lay ill
for some time but he could not rest because his wife still gave
music lessons. The incessant piano and violin music made rest
impossible. He was then moved to the home of a friend in the
Scandinavian section of Chicago. Here he died on June 27, 1894, at
the age of 52.
The story of Louis Pio in America would end here were it not
for the fact that, quite unexpectedly, some original material relevant to White City was discovered to be here at the Danish Immigrant Archives at Grand View College. One day while going
through some old letters that had been placed in the archives, the
names Louis Pio and White City caught the eye of this writer. It
developed that these letters were written by one Christian Jensen ,
to his brother, Niels, of Tyler, Minnesota. Christian Jensen proved
to be one of the early settlers in White City .
Christian Jensen came to White City during the late fall of
1893. Enroute, he had stopped at the young people's home in
Chicago and there he had been advised against going to Florida .
He had decided not to do so but, for reasons that are not
explained , he did go there anyway . In a letter dated December 2,
1893, he tells in great detail of his trip to White City . For this
reason alone the letter is a gem . Through it one can learn a great
deal about rail travel during the nineties. He then goes on to write
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of spending a good deal of time with Pio, whom he describes as,
" ... an especially fine and jovial man." 14
Jensen was favorably impressed by what he saw and by the
claims as to what might be raised in the area, though he does add
a note of caution, saying, " ... time will tell whether or not what
they say here is true. " 15 He is not pleased that the primary means
of travel is still by water and that roads ex·ist in name only. Further,
he says, " ... there is one unpleasantness here and that is that the
place is so filled with mosquitos that one can hardly manage to
survive."16 In this connection it might be added that a Jorgen
Olesen , of Chicago, wrote in Dannevirke in the spring of 1894 that
he now had two sons who had gone to White City, the one to start
a drugstore . Their letters to him had confirmed much of what
Jensen said. Then he added , "We are now waiting to hear how they
are faring with the mosquitos which they say are very bloodthirsty
there." 17
In another letter Christian Jensen tells of working as a carpenter for $2.75 per day and of buying some lots which he said he
could have sold a short time later at a great profit. In this letter he
also wrote : "Hardly a day goes by without the arrival of more
Danes ."18 He wrote substantially the same things in a letter which
was published in Dannevirke in the spring of 1894. 19 In a letter
written in the fall of that year he complained that the nights were
cold but it was still not like living through a Minnesota winter.20
Just how long Christian Jensen remained at White City is not
known . A letter written some years later is postmarked from a
location in Virginia and the contents reveal that he had also lived
in Withee, Wisconsin, since being in Florida.21 In any case, the
letters do reveal a first hand knowledge of White City in its early
days . The settlement probably never lived up to the hopes and
dreams of Louis Pio but it does still exist and descendants of
Danish settlers can still be found there.
Louis Pio was a man full of hopes and dreams and schemes. A
number of these foundered on the rocks of reality while others of
them survived to leave a mark on Danish immigrant life. Though
he is honored today in Denmark as the founder of the Social
Democratic Party , his lasting accomplishments in America are few .
He did, however, work long and hard here and he was one of the
most colorful of the Danes at the round table.

(This article is adapted from a lecture given at the Danebod Folk meeting, Tyler,
Minnesota, September, 1981)
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